Lesson 1
Part 1: “Old Kentucky Home"

Objective

* To become acquainted with the plat and
characters of Uncle Tom's Cabin.

Notes to the Teacher

“If I could use a pen as you can.” wrote
Isabella Beecher to her sister-in-law during the
debate over the Compromise of 1850, “I would
write something that would make this whole
nation feel what an accursed thing slavery is.™

From that challenge came one of the best-
known works of American literature and one of
the few works of the imagination to influence
the course of history. *“I will write it if I live,”
Harriet Beecher Stowe grimly announced to her
family in Brunswick, Maine. In somewhat over a
year in 1851-1852, Uncle Tom's Cabin had re-
deemed that pledge.

Like most of the works of Charles Dickens,
the most popular English writer of Mrs. Stowe's
day. Uncle Tom’s Cabint was introduced to the
world in serial format in The National Era, a
weekly antislavery newspaper published in
Washington, D.C., by Gamaliel Bailey. It began
in the issue of June 5, 1851, and appeared in
irregular installments of one to three chapters
until its conclusion forty-five chapters later on
April 1, 1852, Even before the appearance of
that final installment, the first hardcover edi-
tion of the novel had issued from the presses on
March 20, 1852,

No doubt the demands of writing for dead-
lines contributed some of the spirit of spontane-
ous indignation which still crackles in the pages
of Unicle Tom's Cabin, but the novel also reveals
the weaknesses of this method of construction.
It is not a carefully plotted nor exquisitely pol-
Ished work, and while the author claimed to
have determined the fate of her central charac-
ter early in the process of creation, she rather
untidily tied together several plot strands that
remained after Tom's death. Although Uncle
Tom's Cabin was one of the first novels to con-
tain a subplot, the adventures of George and
Eliza Harris are almost ignored after the first

'Kirkham, The Building of Uncle Torm's Cabin, 64,

third of the book, once Mrs. Stow hecame en-
thralled in the weaving of her main plot.

In this lesson. designed for reading the open-
ing third of the book, students will review basic
plot information and begin compiling a descrip-
tive list of the main characters. (You may want
toinclude Lesson 11's Handout 26 at this time.)
As a final activity, they are asked to identify
characters from statements made by Mrs, Stowe
in her explanatory follow-up, The Key to Uncle
Tom's Cabin (1854}.

Procedure

1. Distribute Handout 1. before students be-
gin the reading of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, so that
students can answer the questions, as they
read. Papers may be checked as reading pro-
gresses or at the end of chapter 14, when the
papers are completed.




Uncle Tom's Cabin : Name
Lesson | Date
Handout | (page 1)

The Story Unfolds
Directions: Answer the following questions, based on chaplers 1-14 of Uncle Tom's Cabin.

1. Where does the story begin? What decision does Mr. Shelby reach in the opening chapter, and for
what reason?

2. What decision does Eliza Harris arrive at in chapter 3, and what is her motivation?

3. What is Tom's decision in chapter 4, and why does he so decide?

4. Define the following words:

a. quadroon

b. mulatto
¢. chattel
d. verandah

e. daguerreotype

{. soliloguy

g ludicrous
h. obsequious
f. genteel

J.  vehemence
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Uncle Tom's Cabin Narne
Lesson |

Date
Handout 1 (page 2)

5. What role do Sam and Andy play in the search for Eliza?

6. What dramatic act by Eliza provides the climax of the first few chapters?

7. What problem do Eliza and George Harris still face north of the Ohio River, and what measures
are taken to overcome it?

8. In the chapter on the slave auction in Washington, Kentucky, what does Mrs. Stowe regard as “the
most dreadful part of slavery?”

9. What notable act does Tom perform on the steamboat journey, and what is the result of that
action?

10. At this point (chapter 14) in Uncle Tom's Cabin. briefly tell what you think his eventual fate will
be.
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Lesson 2
The Peculiar Institution

Objective

* To acquire knowledge of the historical
background of the setting of Uncle Tom's
Cabin: slavery in the antebellum South

Notes to the Teacher

“Indeed I tremble for my country when I
reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot
sleep forever,” wrote Thomas Jefferson, himself
a slaveholder, when contemplating the exis-
tence of slavery in the midst of the nation he had
helped dedicate to the ideal of human liberty.!
While the northern half of the United States
gradually abolished slavery in the generation
following the American Revolution, the inven-
tion of the cotton gin helped firmly entrench the
institution in Jefferson’s native South. After the
emancipation of slaves in all British colonies in
1833, the American South and the Portuguese
colony of Brazil were the only remaining strong-
holds of the “peculiar institution” in the West-
ern World.

As maintained in the antebellum South,
slavery was a means of race control as well as a
labor system. Not all blacks were slaves, but all
slaves were blacks, at least by legal definitions
in which one-sixteenth or less of black blood
determined one a Negro. Since slavery descended
from the legal condition of the mother, many
slaves were of mixed blood or mulattoes, often
the property of their fathers. Although the Afri-
can slave trade was abolished by the United
States in 1808 (how effectively remains a point
of contention among historians), an internal
slave trade flourished in which excessive slaves
from the older states of the Upper South were
sold off to the still expansive cotton culture of
the Deep South.

The condition of the slaves themselves was
almost entirely dependent on the character and
disposition of their masters, who under South-
em law were given carte blanche over the wel-
fare of their human property. Those in the more
leisurely tobacco culture of the Upper South
often fared better than those in the rawer. devel-
oping sugar and cotton regions of the Gulf
States. Slaves on larger plantations were often

better off in their relative anonymity than their
brethren on smaller units where the master
might personally oversee their efforts. Older
masters, with their fortunes made, were in-
clined to be more benevolent than younger ones
still seeking theirs. While some slaves may have
had relatively wholesome situations. the fact
remains that a slave had absolutely no control
over the conditions of his existence, nor any
hope of bettering that condition through his
own efforts. Even the best-run plantations pro-
duced their share of malcontents and runaways.

In its most extrerne form, resistance to slav-
ery took the form of slave plots and insurrec-
tions. A turning point in the Southern attitude
towards slavery occurred in 1831, when Nat
Turner led a particularly bloody rebellion in
Virginia and Willlam Lloyd Garrison began
publishing his antislavery newspaper, The Lib-
erator, In Massachusetts. Instead of openly
debating the efficacy of its social system, the
South turned inward upon itself and deter-
mined to uphold slavery as a positive good. It
was Uncle Tom's Cabin that revealed this closed
society to the eyes of the world in 1852.

Procedure

1. Distribute Handout 4 and 5. quantitative
data for students to use in discussion of the
introductory material from Notes to the
Teacher. Relate the background material to
characters and events In Uncle Tom's Cabirn:
To what kinds of plantations did Torn belong?
What type of labor did he do?, etc.

2. Assign individual oral reports on various
facets of slavery in the antebellum South.
Suggested sources are listed in the
Bibliography of this unit. Topics might include
Plantation Routine, Slave Dress, Diet, and
Dwellings, Slave Codes, Discipline and
Punishrnent. Internal Slave Trade, Runaways.
Slave Insurrections, and Free Negroes North
and South.

3. Distribute Handout 6. Since a running debate

"Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, Query XVII; in Thomas Jefferson: Writings {New York: The Library of America,

1984}, 289.



Uncie Tom's Cabin Name

Lesson 2 Date
Handout 4
Growth of “King Cotton”

1810 — 85,000,000 lbs.

1820 — 170,000,000 lbs.

1830 — 340,000,000 lbs.

1840 — 830,000,000 Ibs. {=4?%i3:j

1850 — 1,000.000.000 1bs.

1860 — 2,300,000.000 Ibs.

(3/4 of world supply)
2
Distribution of Slave Labor, 1850
HemP e et enear s 60,000 hands
RICE .otiiiiiiiiiri et s 125,000 hands
SUBAT coviiiiiiriii e e e er et e e er e re s 150,000 hands
TODACCO ... 350.000 hands
COotLOmn oot 1,815,000 hands
Total AGHCUIULE v e e v 2,500,000 hands
Towns, cities, domestic (1860 eSt.) .......vvvevvvivirveieinireener e, 500,000
3

*Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, American Negro Slavery (New York: . Appleton and Company, 1918), 211-212.
*Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellurm South (New York: Vintage Books, 1956), 49-50.
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Uncle Tom's Cabin Name
Lesson 2 Date
Handout 5

The Social Pyramid
of the Old South

986,895 members of
families holding 5 or
more slaves

931,230 members of
families holding 1-4
siaves '

6.120,825 non-
slaveholding
whites

/ 251,000 free blacks E

3,963,760 slaves

*Thomas A. Bailey, The American Pageant: A History of the Republic, 4th ed. {Lexington, Massachusetts: B.C. Heath and Company,
1971), 384.
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Urnicle Tom's Cabin Narne
Lesson 2 Date
Handout 6

The Debate Over Slavery

Directions: Throughout Uncle Tom’s Cabin is a running debate over the subject of slavery which is
equally as important as the plot. All classes of characters—slave and free, Northermer and South-
erner—have something to say about it. As you read the story. watch for these discussions on slavery
and record sorne of the arguments, for and against. on the chart below.

Proslavery Argument Antislavery Argument

Follow-up exercise: On the basis of your completed chart, write a paragraph explaining whether or
not you believe Mrs. Stowe did justice to both sides of the slavery question in Uncle Tom's Cabin.
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